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abstract
This thesis explores how free play can be promoted, 
incentivized, and enabled through architecture to 
reinterpret the elementary school typology within the 
urban context of the Los Angeles Unified School District.  
The project is not a playground, but it is not just a 
school either.  It functions as a play of ground that uses 
manipulated terrain to serve the programmatic needs of 
a school while also allowing for playful reinterpretation 
during its use.  It combines the school yard with the school 
through the wielding of a visual datum of 56 inches that 
allows the space to be inhabited differently by adult faculty 
compared to young students.  The system of ground is 
designed to be dextrous enough to create scalar variations 
in space and complex relationships between interior 
and exterior.  It also exists as a recognizable language of 
objects, pauses, slopes and cliffs.  These construct schools 
within schools, and rooms inside of other rooms serving 
students individually and collectively within a continuous 
volume where walls do not exist.  In the end, the school 
tries to re-present a programmatically recognizable 
example of a typical school for the LAUSD.  However, it 
does this while also creating a combination of play and 
school that is greater than the sum of those two parts and 
allows for scales of socialization that promote endless 
iterations of play.
Thesis supervisor: Ana Miljacki, MArch, PhD
Title: Assistant Professor of Architecture
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US schools
 Education in the United States 
is in rough shape.  To make matters 
worse, it is in rough shape at the end 
of about 50 years of education reform.  
Reforming the learning context of 
American students begins in 1964 with 
the civil rights act when Equality Based 
Reform sought to level the playing field 
for students of different races.1 It went on 
to include equal opportunity for those at 
an economic disadvantage, those of the 
female gender, those who are disabled, 
and those whose first language is not 
english.2 
 In the mid 1990’s two other 
forms of education reform came to be.  
Beginning in 1990, legislation passed in 
some states allowed for students to no 
longer be required to attend the school 
that was geographically closest to their 
home.  This movement, called School 
Choice, allowed for parents to send 
their children to schools that may be 
better than those that were closer.3  This 
strategy was based on the assumption 
that pinning schools against one another 
in competition for students would raise 
the overall level of education within a 
district.  It arose as a way to fight against 
localized problem-schools that suffered 
from high rates of misbehavior, low 
academic performance, and educational 
discontinuities tied to student transiency. 
1 Jack Jennings, Reflections on a 
Half-Century of School Reform: Why Have 
We Fallen Short and Where Do We Go From 
Here?, (Center on Education Policy: 2012), 3.
2 Jennings 2.
3 Jennings 3-4.
These are all issues that are systemic of 
conditions outside of school.  
 The third form of US education 
reform is Standards Based Reform.  It 
began in the late 1980’s and stemmed 
from the National Council of Teachers 
of Mathematics National Standards for 
Teaching Math.4  This establishment 
of educational standards set forward a 
movement to homogenize educational 
strategies so that the overall educational 
performance of the nation’s students 
could be evaluated and improved.  Its 
manifestations in the form of the No 
Child Left Behind Act and the Race to the 
Top program are both in response to the 
drop in comparative ranking between the 
United States and the rest of the world.5  
The only way to compare the students in 
the US to against the students in the rest 
of the world, is to compare them as one 
entity.  So, if we say that is the goal, then 
the Common Core States Standards put 
in place with the Race to the Top program 
are effectively objective.  In other words, 
Standards Based Reform works.  It does 
its job well at the scale of 49 million 
students.6
 However, 49 million kids is a 
staggering number.  It is so vast, that to 
even consider the possibility of an actual 
homogenization of such a diverse group 
of persons across an extremely large 
geographic entity such as the United 
States is a joke.  At best.   A closer look 
at the breakdown of this population 
simultaneously proves the failure of 
Standards Based Reform and sets the 
physical context for the architecture of the 
thesis.
 Over 90% of students in the US 
are in public schools, and this number 
4 Jennings 5.
5 Public Education Primer: Basic (And 
Sometimes Surprising) Facts about the U.S. 
Education System, (Center on Education 
Policy: 2012), 3-6.
6 Jennings 5.
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is trending up.7  Also most school 
districts in the US are small (less than 
1000 students).  While, the majority of 
students are in large districts (10,000 
students and up).8  The largest school 
districts in the country are urban school 
districts and these districts also tend to 
under-perform relative to the rest of the 
student population.  Urban school districts 
today still deal with high (often localized) 
concentrations of socioeconomic 
conditions that lead to high rates of 
student transiency, high rates of student 
suspensions as well as other disciplinary 
actions.   These are problems that large 
scale education reform cannot resolve.  
In fact, this is a context that cannot be 
changed by reforming schools.  Schools 
must be able to enable students to rise 
above unstable conditions that exist off 
campus.  Only then can education be 
successful.  
 Instead, by assuming that 
standards based reform can create 
competition amongst schools for funding, 
common standards lead to a reduction 
in curricular diversity.  Leading schools 
to emphasize subjects that can be easily 
evaluated, while creative disciplines tend 
to be de-emphasized or cut all together.  
Standardized education misses the larger 
point: that schools must be able to get 
students to learn in spite of unstable 
environments outside of the classroom.  
This is often accomplished through the 
personal experience of a creative act.
 The emphasis of US education 
reform has historically been on inputs or 
outputs.  Thereby dumbing the education 
context down to a “black box” that can 
supposedly be changed based on what 
goes in and what comes out.  If we, 
instead, look at the black box itself, we 
can tackle the learning interface.  The 
method of delivery for the education is 
the infrastructure of the classroom, the 
7 Public, 3-6.
8 Public, 22.
teacher, and the architecture.  However, 
we can see through precedent, that all 
forms and theories of education have 
some commonality.   The consistency 
between them is Play.
 Whether it is play during recess, at 
a table, or in a studio, play is every present 
in learning contexts.  This is because 
play is the most effective way to learn.  
It is the cognitive construct that allows 
the mind to parcel the world around it 
into digestible interpretations, tests, 
experiments, and imaginations.  It is the 
construct of the child’s mind that utilizes 
the plasticity of their brain to learn while 
also creating fun that is personal and 
individually engineered by each player.9 
 However, given the importance 
of play, it is largely segregated from the 
learning experience in most education 
theories.  Traditional schools, charter 
schools following the Waldorf education 
theory, and even Reggio Emilia schools all 
create separations between the spaces 
of instruction and the spaces of play.  
Traditional and charter schools designate 
play areas or playgrounds where recess 
occurs, while Reggio Emilia students play 
through making in studio spaces adjacent 
to but separated from the spaces where 
they are taught.  Even the Montessori 
school, which for its part does integrate 
play explicitly into its learning curriculum, 
still limits the effectiveness of free play by 
creating a stifling set of definitions for play 
as versions of work.  A Montessori student 
plays with toys that are too predetermined 
to fully engage with free and open childs-
play.  The delivery of play as just a form 
of role-taking (that of work) reduces the 
scale of play to that of tools on top of a 
table or work surface.10 
9 Alison Gopnik, The Philosophical 
Baby: What Children’s Minds Tell us About 
Truth, Love, and the Meaning of Life (New 
York:  Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2009) 5.
10 Emily M. Zarybnisky, “A Ray of Light: 
A Mixed Methods Approach to Understanding 
Why Parents Choose Montessori Education” 
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 This thesis proposes that an 
architectural overhaul of the elementary 
school typology is necessary for play to 
become a more vital part of the education 
experience.  This integration of play 
and learning at the physical scale of the 
entire school allows for play to be part 
of the learning but it also allows for the 
school to function as a play-machine 
that can further allow a public district 
to overcome the challenges posed by 
out-of-school socioeconomic conditions 
by turning the school into an extremely 
different landscape that is juxtaposed 
against the non-school environment. 
Such an architecture creates a world 
where play is ever-present at the 
intersection of any curriculum and the 
school’s architecture.  The architectural 
overhaul is predicated on introducing 
play and amplifying play as a major 
way to interact with the educational 
environment.  By incorporating the 
encouragement of a creative act (PLAY), 
into the basic, fundamental occupation 
of the building, play can also shore up 
the gaps in education caused when 
creative disciplines are removed from the 
curriculum as a result of standards based 
reform and financial shortfalls.
 This must begin at the moment 
where a person physically interfaces 
with the architecture.  These moments 
are programmatically distinct.  Within 
the function of the school, they are the 
surfaces of interaction, they are the 
furniture that provides surfaces for 
work, and the architecture that provides 
surfaces for display, instruction, and 
circulation.
(Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Nebraska, 
2010.) 31.
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play
 On one hand, play is already 
prevalent in normal life for most children.  
Playing is part of being a kid.  Lego, 
named the toy of the 20th century is an 
appropriate datum through which, we can 
establish a diagnostic of the contemporary 
cultural attitude towards play.  Since the 
introduction of the current Lego system in 
1958,  there has been a steady movement 
away from the open dexterity that the 
system offers at its baseline.  Instead it 
has moved toward a more prescriptive 
version of the toy that caters to specific 
themes.  Over the lifetime of Lego, themed 
sets have been trending toward shorter 
time spans of production.  They have also 
de-emphasized the universality of the 
system in order to associate with licensed 
movie and TV franchises.  As Lego has 
become more specific with its themes, 
its creative system is becoming less open 
and more prescribed.  New additions to 
the Lego Universe do not increase the 
system’s overall dexterity and instead 
serve to spoon feed certain endgames for 
each set.
 We can look at sets from 1976, 
1985, 1990, and 2006.  Not only does 
the overall percentage of universal 
pieces become smaller as the lineage 
of sets progresses, but the largest set 
(the Imperial Star Destroyer) actually 
incudes directions for a model stand.  This 
proves that the most important aspect 
of the toy’s system (ability to be played 
with open ended possibilities) is less 
emphasized by Lego than the opportunity 
that the company has to make a profit 
by spectacular-izing play and linking 
themed sets to franchises that are already 
presented as endpoints.
 If instead of linking play directly 
to profit, we took a closer look at the 
dexterity offered by the fundamental rules 
of the Lego system, we can introduce 
pieces to the game that increase the 
openness of the system rather than , at 
best, keeping it the same while steering 
the toy’s explicit agenda away from the 
one aspect that makes it special.  For 
example, since the basic rules of the 
system only allow for 90˚ relationships 
between pieces, we can add one piece type 
that rotates 60˚ off of the original system 
grid and another piece that rotates 45˚ 
from the grid.  Between these two new 
piece types the universality of the system 
is preserved and actually increased as 
the pieces remain abstract and ready for 
reinterpretation by the player.
 The abstract nature of play and 
the elusiveness of its exact definition 
and purpose have led to several 
conceptualizations over the course of 
history.  Most useful for this thesis are 
the definitions provided by Roger Callois 
and Johan Huizinga from the late 1950’s.  
They conceptualized play as an act which 
establishes meaning and importance not 
from some aspect of biological survival 
(compatibility with life), but instead 
through the individualized cognitive 
construct of fun.11  This is an important 
point for us since we have already pointed 
out the failure of collective education 
reform to address the needs of a single 
student.   The individual nature of play 
as well as its inherent desirability are no 
small part of the reason why play is the 
pinnacle of learning behaviors.  
 Conceptualizing play is important 
here to prove the viability of the project, 
but in order to more specifically establish 
how the architecture can accomplish this, 
11 Roger Caillois, Man, Play, and Games, 
Trans. Meyer Badash (New York: The Free 
Press of Glencoe, Inc., 1961) 9-10.
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fig. 22 lego trends
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fig. 23 spectacularized play
23
we can look at two important architectural 
precedents.  Those are the Amsterdam 
playgrounds designed by Aldo Van Eyck 
and the Fun Palace designed by Cedric 
Price.  Both are explicit projects that 
incorporate play as the most prevalent 
way to inhabit the architecture and both 
projects provide important lessons.
 Van Eyck is interesting for this 
project because he works with networked 
composition while simultaneously shaping 
objects that can be abstract and specific 
together.  The 700+12 playgrounds that 
were constructed work together in an 
urban network, but the play infrastructure 
of each playground also serves to 
generate intentional relationships 
between objects like jungle gyms and 
somersault bars or sand boxes and 
jumping pedestals.13  The overall layout 
of a playground is geometrically rigid, 
but the pieces are distanced relative 
to each other within the geometric 
system in a way that allows for iterative 
interpretations of the space.14  This 
abstractness is also present in the shapes 
of the elements themselves which are 
geometrically simple and pure, but are 
also rigorously measured to relate to the 
physical scale of a child, inviting them to 
engage with it in specific ways while also 
being unspecific enough to spark their 
creative imagination of what it could be.
 Although his precedent exists 
at a different scale, Cedric Price’s Fun 
Palace expands upon the precise physical 
relationship between the user and the 
object present in Van Eyck’s playgrounds.  
The Fun Palace is an amalgamation of 
specific play-type program elements that 
all cater to creative imaginations of both 
kids and adults.  However, the most useful 
12 Vincent Ligtelijn, Aldo Van Eyck: 
Works (Basel: Birkhauser, 1999) 151.
13 Liane Lefaivre, “A Bicycle Tour of Aldo 
Van Eyck’s Amsterdam Playgrounds,” Archis 
3(2002): 130.
14 Ligtelijn, 151.
take away from Price is that he devises 
a structural system of organization that 
allows for the overall deployment of 
program in the project to be manipulated 
by the user.  He accomplishes this through 
the implementation of movable structure, 
modular enclosures, and a dextrously 
shifting system of circulation consisting 
of pivoting escalators and movable 
catwalks.15  Here the user is directly 
responsible for the spatial composition 
of the project, which reinforces the 
conceptual importance of the personal 
nature of the play experience.
15 Cedic Price, RE:CP (Basel: Birkhauser, 
2003) 33.
24
fig. 25 tweaking of lego’s fundamental rule system
25
fig. 26 a new lego
26
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28
material, SURVIVAL, SERIOUS immaterial, FUN, COGNITIVE
'
x 
5
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5
fig. 29-1 the significance of play
fig. 29-2 definition of play (finite rules / boundaries, unpredictable, personally created “new reality”)
29
fig. 30-2 Aldo Van Eyck playground: spatial composition
fig. 30-1 Aldo Van Eyck playground: urban network
30
fig. 31 Aldo Van Eyck playground: abstract, reinterpreted geometry
31
fig. 32 Aldo Van Eyck playground: dome jungle gym as aggregative unit
32
fig. 33 Aldo Van Eyck playground: spatially opportunistic elements of abstract geometry
33
BDC
B
CD
fig. 34 Cedric Price : Fun Palace plan + sections
34
fig. 35 Cedric Price: fun palace user agency
35
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Los Angeles 
 Standards based education 
finds no better home than California.  
In addition to the Common Core State 
Standards outlined in the federal Race 
To the Top program (English Language 
Arts and Math), the State of California 
also includes state-wide standards for 
almost every other imaginable subject 
within a whole curriculum.  They also have 
curricular standards for science, physical 
education, health, history, the library, and 
even visual and performing arts.16
 Because the education landscape 
has already been presented as a failure 
through reform programs that cling to 
standards based strategies, this over-
abundance of standardization seems a 
fitting context to re-invent the elementary 
school typology.  Also, the Los Angeles 
Unified School District is the second 
largest school district in the US with over 
650,000 students.  It is an example of 
an urban school district with a diversity 
of socioeconomic factors that prevent 
district-wide measures from being truly 
effective for every individual student.  
 Large scale strategies fail because 
the number of students is too big, and 
because the difference between the 
opportunities given a student in a wealthy 
school are drastically different from the 
opportunities given a student in a school 
that can’t improve performance because a 
significant number of students are dealing 
with unstable home.
16 “Content Standards,” Content 
Standards - Standards and Frameworks: CA 
Department of Education, Oct. 2012 < http://
www.cde.ca.gov/be/st/ss/index.asp>.
 Transiency rates in the LAUSD 
range from almost non-existant to almost 
ever-present with some subdistricts 
averaging as high as 27%.17  Some schools 
are doing great and are rewarded through 
federal grants, while others are struggling 
to help students learn when they often 
change schools in the middle of the year.
 In addition to this variation in 
outside-of-school factors, Los Angeles 
provides other desirable conditions that 
make it an appropriate testing ground 
for a school built on play.  It is a city that 
hinges on spectacularized play.  In other 
words, it is in the midst of media that 
toy companies like Lego associate with 
in order to generate profit.  It also has a 
complicated history of equality issues that 
links it to our lineages of school reform, 
but also continues to contribute to the 
variations in educational opportunity found 
in the city today.  
 Southern California is also the 
birthplace of the freeway and as such 
is a haven for surface concrete.  The 
history of the area and its feast or famine 
relationship to water makes concrete 
a necessary component in the urban 
fabric of Los Angeles.  The freeway is 
not the only extensive, continuous use of 
constructed surface.  The Los Angeles 
river extends over 50 miles from one 
end of the city to the other and is today 
manifest as a constructed surfacial 
interruption in the city. The river is a 
concrete channel that serves to deposit 
stormwater from the city to the ocean, 
preventing any catastrophic flooding three 
months out of the year.  
 The rest of the year, the river is 
largely dry except for a small low-flow 
channel in the middle of the trench that is 
filled mostly from the discharge of several 
wastewater reclamation plants adjacent 
17 “District & Local District Profiles,”  
LAUSD Profile, Sept. 2012 < http://
search.lausd.k12.ca.us/cgi-bin/fccgi.
exe?w3exec=PROFILE0>.
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to the river.18  Because the water flow is 
almost nothing for the majority of the year, 
the concrete canyon of the river can be 
occupied providing a spatial experience 
that is simultaneously separated from the 
city in one direction and part of the city’s 
network in the other direction (extending 
to visual infinity).
 The paved culture of LA doesn’t 
stop there either.  In fact, almost every 
public school in Southern California has 
a completely paved playground.  This is 
mostly due to the unreasonable cost of 
irrigating such a large swath of land in 
such an arid climate, and it creates an 
interesting phenomenon of a multitude 
of constructed surfaces that are almost 
always extremely and completely flat.
 If we say that in order to advance 
the typology of the primary school by 
incorporating play, we start in Los Angeles 
because the programmatic separation 
of play and learning is extreme and we 
can argue its drastic nature results in a 
constructed surface exposed to the sun 
and largely without scalar manipulation 
that relates to the scale of an individual 
student.  We have already seen that play 
is spatially an enormous component to 
an elementary school’s program.  The 
segregation of this form of occupation 
is the typology’s current default and by 
breaking this model to combine play and 
learning in a more messy way means that 
the spatial construction of the ground can 
become the system that organizes the 
school.  
 By mixing the two functions 
together, the proportion of play space and 
learning space does not change the nor 
does the basic functionality of learning 
space.  Instead, the overlap generates 
a terrain where play and learning are 
coincident with each other, where either 
18 Robert Gottlieb, Reinventing Los 
Angeles: Nature and Community in the Global 
City (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2007) 140.
and both can happen at any time and place 
within the ground.
 The LA river is an important 
spatial precedent for this thesis, and 
as such it helps provide a site for the 
project.  As the river snakes through the 
city, its adjacencies shift from extremes 
like a wild and natural earthen bottom 
that contributes to an actual habitat to 
a barren, concrete wasteland moving 
past industry and/or freeways.  However, 
there are several moments along its 
length, when the river finds itself adjacent 
occupied and vibrant city fabric.   
 The existing site for the Cudahy 
Elementary School (LAUSD) is directly 
adjacent to the river separated only by a 
small street followed by an 8’ retaining 
wall that holds up a bike path on the 
river’s edge.  It is a prime site for a 
deployment of the play-school typology 
for a few key reasons.  First of all, it is a 
large site (just over 300,000 SF) which is 
important because it demonstrates clearly 
how important play already is for the 
elementary school program.  We say this 
because of the 300,000 SF of lot area, over 
2/3 of the area is dedicated to playground.
 The playground itself is the largest 
single chunk of program in the school 
currently.  It is also a perfect example of 
the paved figures discussed earlier.  The 
current playground is flat asphalt.  The 
existing proportions of play space versus 
learning space, the presence of a failed 
version of a constructed play surface, and 
an adjacency to the LA river all make this 
the test site for the play-school.
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fig. 50 existing site for typological experimentation (play-school)
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Play - School
 When we combine play and school 
we combine interior and exterior.  This 
creates a more layered and complex 
relationship between the outside and 
the inside.  Instead of a playground 
surrounded by a ten foot tall chain link 
fence, the building fills the site and lassos 
exterior courtyard-like spaces to provide 
security not utilizing a fence, but instead 
utilizing its footprint and section.
 Since combining the playground 
with the learning space allows us to create 
the entire school with just the ground, the 
resulting space, is without walls.  As one 
giant continuous volume, the play-school 
supports simultaneous activity for a 
student population of 700.  Play provides a 
means for an individual to interact socially 
with their environment, and their peers.  
However, at the scale of 700 students, 
socialization through play cannot occur.  It 
is too large of a group.
  It is through this concern for 
scales of socialization, that the play-
school then becomes broken down 
into 6 sub schools each consisting of a 
group of 4 or 5 classrooms.  In existing 
primary schools, the typical strategy for a 
reduction in the scale of students (a move 
done mostly for supervision purposes) is a 
scheduling problem.  Staff at elementary 
schools stagger the transitions from class 
to recess or from class to lunch, so that 
no consolidated group of students is ever 
larger than a third of the total student 
body.
 Instead of creating scalar variation 
through temporal means, the play-school 
uses the architecture to break down 
the large population into more socially 
manageable groups. This is done through 
the deployment of a 56” datum.  Meaning 
that the ground plane is pulled up or 
pushed down to a vertical change of 56”.  
This is an important number because it 
represents the average maximum height 
of a 5th grader.19  All delineation of the 
subschools or “houses” can be tied back 
to the use of this datum.
 In the same way that the spatial 
experience of the Los Angeles River 
creates a false horizon line and visually 
bounds its occupants, the ground in the 
play-school limits the visual domain of 
a student through the creation of such a 
line.  Trenches hold individual classrooms 
each sunken 56” so that even with spatial 
continuity between all classrooms, there 
is visual discontinuity.  This mechanism 
allows for class scale socialization even 
inside of a continuous volume.  The 
vertical surfaces of the trenches undulate 
from sloped to vertical and in some 
cases it becomes inverted.  Through 
this undulation, the classroom is able to 
provide space that serves a group of up 
to 30 while also providing for personal, 
individual size spaces.
 For each classroom, one of the 
trench walls eventually leans or “tucks” 
into the trench space which creates a 
covered zone that is occupied at different 
depths for students based on age (size).  
Also, between each of the trenches is 
a plateau surface that sits right at the 
datum height.  Classrooms in the same 
“houses” are linked through a continuous 
network of plateaus.  The plateaus 
are intersected with another formal 
mechanism:  The ceiling.
 The second major surface element 
in the play-school is the ceiling plane.  
In order to provide for some acoustical 
19 2000 CDC Growth Charts for the 
United States: Methods and Development, 
(Vital and Health statistics: May 2002, series 
11, number 246), 40-41
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fig. 53 site plan  PLAY-SCHOOL
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boundaries around classrooms that 
all share the same space, the ceiling 
deforms and hangs low over the 30’ 
x 30’ classroom space.  The ceiling 
plane depression is also covered with 
felt, providing the necessary acoustical 
refraction.  For a single “house,” the 
depressions are all linked together.  The 
default distance between the classroom 
floor normal ceiling is 224” (56” x 4  or 
18’8”) and the distance between the 
two when the ceiling dips down is half 
the default height (9’4”). By linking the 
depressions together (linking them 
together means bridging across a plateau) 
a spatial network is created on top of the 
plateaus that is only 56” tall.  This space 
is scaled specifically for use by students 
and is not comfortably occupied by adult 
faculty.  However, since the site lines of 
adults are above the 56” datum, they still 
have visual command over the “students 
only” space as well as the majority of the 
overall volume.
 For an adult, movement through 
the play-school creates a constantly 
dynamic isovist between the small and 
large mounds that punctuate the ends 
of the classroom trenches and exterior 
courtyard spaces.  For a student, the 
differentiations between classroom space, 
plateau space, and courtyard space 
are drastic.  They experience a playful 
differentiation of visual access to the 
overall volume as they move about the 
play-school.
 The smooth surfaces of the trench 
walls give way to a stepped or contoured 
surface as the trench space bleeds into 
the center of the footprint.  Here, at 
the ends of the trenches lie the larger 
program pieces like the gymnasium 
and art space.  This larger space is also 
bounded by large mounds that provide 
entry to the courtyard spaces as well as 
moments for structural transfer from 
the roof/ceiling to the ground.  The large 
mounds and the exterior spaces serve as 
bookends between the “houses” and the 
courtyards are both spaces for each house 
to take recess in as well as access points 
for students to reach the terrain of the 
roof.
 The roof is the one moment when 
the entire 700 students can congregate 
as one even through the mounded terrain 
also provides larger scale trench-like 
spaces that can also serve as exterior 
space for each “house” to have combined 
instructional periods.  The roof mounds 
make up the third main surface element 
and they are linear geometries that run 
perpendicular in grain to the direction of 
the adjacent river.  The ridges of the linear 
mounds follow the super structure of the 
building. The main structural elements 
are a series of branching trusses that 
span between the large mounds and 
intermediate mounds that rise up from the 
main ground system.  The smaller scale 
mounds also contain the service program 
for the school such as custodial offices, 
storage, restrooms, and circulation in the 
form of ramps and stairs that allow for 
passage between the plateaus and the 
lower floor surface.
 All other program is provided for 
by the surface of the manipulated ground.  
However, the key point of the surface 
lies in its ability to relate in scale to the 
physical size of the student.  Not only 
does the system exploit the eye height 
of the student, but it also provides a 
sloping surface that can be occupied and 
reinterpreted for endless ideas about how 
it could work for different forms of play.  
The architecturalized lessons from Price 
and Van Eyck come back here as physical 
interfaces that influence how a space is 
used precisely because they take a central 
role in activating the use with some initial 
specific program while still being abstract 
and dynamic enough to invite some other 
idea about how it could be used.
54
K
42.5"
1
47"
2
49"
3
51.5"
4
53.5"
5
55.5"
K
43"
1
46.5"
2
49.5"
3
51.5"
4
53.5"
5
55.5"
56" DATUM
72" AVERAGE
ADULT HEIGHT
SLOPERAMPSTAIRSTAIRWALL
1:
20
1:
12
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fig. 56 large scale spatial delineation strategies
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fig. 57 super structure system relationship to ground, ceiling, and roof
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fig. 58 geometric system for placement of classrooms and resulting articulated ground
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fig. 59 primary school education - learning program as ground
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fig. 60 existing typical elementary school scales of socialization provided through scheduling
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fig. 61 PLAY-SCHOOL ground plan (main element 1)
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fig. 62 PLAY-SCHOOL reflected ceiling plan (main element 2)
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fig. 63 PLAY-SCHOOL roof plan (main element 3)
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fig. 65 movable / reconfigurable furniture studies (final iteration at bottom)
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fig. 66 overall axonometric
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fig. 92-1 river design intervention study - bike path in barren zone type
fig. 92-2 river design intervention study - maze and climb-stair in “specific play” zone type
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fig. 93-1 river design intervention study - slide-scape in “unspecific play” zone type
fig. 93-2 river design intervention study - bridge-scape in wild zone type
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1.2 panicked play
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1.3 first play
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fig. 109 PLAY-SCHOOL iteration 1 site plan
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fig. 110 PLAY-SCHOOL overall ground system
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1.5 play iteration 2
112
fig. 113 PLAY-SCHOOL iteration 2 site plan
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fig. 117 PLAY-SCHOOL iteration 2 grain direction study of aggregated trenches
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fig. 118 PLAY-SCHOOL iteration 2 ceiling plane system study
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1.6 play iteration 3
120
fig. 121 PLAY-SCHOOL iteration 3 site plan
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fig. 125 PLAY-SCHOOL iteration 3 sequence of grounds
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1.7 play iteration 4
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fig. 135 PLAY-SCHOOL iteration 4 site plan
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fig. 136 PLAY-SCHOOL iteration 4 formal concept
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1.8 play iteration 5
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1.9 play iteration 6
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fig. 151 PLAY-SCHOOL iteration 6 site plan
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2.1 what is play?
 In order to truly understand how to 
create an educational proposition within 
the confines of play, it is necessary to 
unpack exactly what we mean when we 
use that word.  The concept of play means 
different things to different people, but for 
this thesis it needs to have architectural 
stakes.  We begin with what play is not.  
For example: play is not necessary for the 
sustenance of life.20  This shouldn’t seem 
counter intuitive at face value.  We don’t 
satisfy any biological need from play, it is 
not like air, water, or food.  A failure to play 
is not incompatible with life.  Standard, 
scientific theories about play assume that 
it is a means to an end.  That is, it allows a 
being to accomplish some other biological 
necessity that is not play.21  However, 
attempts to determine the biological role 
of play are inconclusive and incomplete.  
A definition based solely on quantitative 
analysis misses out on other less tangible 
aspects of play.  Namely its aesthetic 
quality.22  
 While it is safe (and, in fact, 
necessary) to say that play is not an 
involuntary reflex, it is difficult to say that 
20 Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A 
Study of the Play Element in Culture (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1950) 8.
21 Huizinga 2.
22 Huizinga 2.
it is not instinctual.23  Johan Huizinga says 
that “Play is a function of the living, but it 
is not susceptible of exact definition either 
logically, biologically, or aesthetically.”24 
 So, with the full disclosure of the 
elusiveness of the play definition through 
a quantifiable lens, what follows are a 
few key parameters that will be helpful in 
arguing for an architectural stake in the 
play discourse:
 1. Play is an act that comes out of 
free choice.
2. Play is finite: it has limits.25  
It’s limits are both temporal and 
spatial.26
 3. Play has rules.
 4. Play exists inside of a personally 
created new reality.
5. Play is unpredictable in its 
outcome, experience, and 
performance.27
 These are the essentials through 
which we will construct the stakes for 
architecture in the realm of play.  First 
off, play is voluntary.28  This is obvious 
once it is stated, but necessary in order 
to reinforce that it is not a basic tenant 
of human survival.  In fact play is not 
exclusive to humans.29  It occurs in the 
life of non-human beings as well.  It is a 
choice, but it is a desirable choice and it 
is fun.  This is an unavoidable component 
of the definition.30  But why is play fun?  
This seems like a difficult question, 
but at the base of it we will say that the 
enjoyment of play comes from tension 
or uncertainty in its outcome.  This is an 
23 Huzinga 1.
24 Huizinga 7.
25 Huizinga 8-9.
26 Roger Caillois, Man, Play, and Games, 
Trans. Meyer Badash (New York: The Free 
Press of Glencoe, Inc., 1961) 9-10.
27 Caillois 9-10.
28 Huizinga 7.
29 Huizinga 3.
30 Hiuzinga 3.
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absolutely essential aspect of play.  It 
builds on the desire to achieve something 
and then culminates with the absence of 
a guarantee that the player will be able to 
achieve it.31 
 If we say that it is a desirable 
choice but not a predetermined choice 
to play, then we are assuming that the 
choice will create some new condition 
for us.  That is, when we play, we engage 
in something outside of the confines 
of everyday life.  Also, since we have 
determined that it is not a survival act, 
then we can see why Huizinga calls 
it “irrational”32  However, the most 
important thing to remember about 
this characteristic of play is that it is 
necessarily an act.  It is not a physical 
construct, but it is a mental undertaking 
that is manifested or represented through 
a physical action and it creates something 
new.  Something that functions outside 
the definition of normal life.33  Play occurs 
within someone’s mind as they reinterpret 
the reality that is in front of them.34  Thus, 
it is separate and different from said 
reality.  Another way to compliment this is 
to recognize that play has specific rules.  
The presence of rules in a game situation 
demonstrates that game’s separation 
from real life because those rules have no 
meaning in a normal life context.35
 It is through this separation caused 
by rules of engagement, that we can 
understand play’s limits both temporal 
and physical.  Within these discrete 
boundaries, play creates an order specific 
to itself.36   So, when Huizinga describes 
the aesthetic quality of play he is referring 
to the order (or rules) that an instance of 
play creates and follows inside of a mental 
construct that exists within and because 
31 Huizinga 10-11.
32 Huizinga 4.
33 Huizinga 4.
34 Huizinga 3-4.
35 Caillois 6+8.
36 Huizinga 10.
of a finite boundary.37  This syntactic 
relationship between parts allows for play 
to be repeated.38  It also creates the duality 
that play can be a contest for something 
while simultaneously a representation of 
something (the mental construct).39
 These fleshed out and unpacked 
characteristics of play can serve as our 
definition for the term: 
Play is a freely chosen 
act or action put in place 
through the lens of some 
mental construct that is 
different or reinterpreted 
from reality and follows 
rules that create this 
separation, dictate spatial 
and temporal boundaries, 
but do not guarantee 
any specific endgame or 
experience.
 This definition is conceptual 
without being architectural which 
is problematic for us since the term 
needs to be fleshed out in a way that 
has stakes architecturally.  Without 
further investigation we can say 
that an architectural play has to be 
undetermined for those who use it.  It 
cannot dictate the way it will be read.  It 
also can’t be permanent.  Permanence 
breeds prediction and prediction breeds 
forecasting.  Forecasting breeds boredom.  
At the very least, the architecture of play 
must be reconfigurable.  Lastly, for now 
we can say also that if architecture is 
going to create a play typology it must 
play by rules.  The architecture must have 
rules of engagement as well as rules 
of deployment.  In order to be a ludic 
architecture, a play typology must become 
a game and in order to do this it has to 
have rules intrinsic to its creation.
37 Huizinga 10.
38 Huizinga 10.
39 Huizinga 13.
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 Whether or not this means that 
the project must be born out of a game 
is still up for discussion.  However, the 
representation for the project must 
simultaneously be generative and 
operative.  It has to straddle the line 
between showing the project and existing 
as the project.
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168
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2.2 What is a space for play?
 Play as it is defined here is still 
conceptual, but it is becoming more and 
more architectural.  In order to better 
spatialize how we will create a new 
education typology of/with play ,  Margaret 
Crawford has some useful ideas in 
Everyday Urbanism.  Thus far, articulation 
of possible physical architectures are 
illusive.  The goal here is to create an 
architecture of play, but the project needs 
to be cautious about how it chooses 
to become physical/spatial.  That is 
to say, a skatepark is not the same as 
skateboarding.  However, that statement 
can be confusing, because it does not 
explain in qualitative or quantitative terms 
why the two conditions do not equate.  
Since skateboarding is an exploration 
and reinterpretation of urban space, 
Crawford’s essays in Everyday Urbanism 
are useful in helping us determine how 
to think about that territory.   This is, of 
course, useful in fleshing out some of the 
mechanisms that will direct play into the 
physical architecture of a school. 
 She is tackling “everyday space,” 
which she defines as interstitial to the 
home, the workplace, and the institution.  
It is the banal, normal, routine space of a 
city that people inhabit on their way to and 
from the three mentioned typologies.40  In 
order to better interrogate this concept, 
Crawford samples some concepts from 
Henri Lefebvre among others.  She cites 
his isolation of two realities: the quotidian 
which is the background reality and 
routine in normal life and the modern 
which is the shifting social preferences 
influenced by technological and social 
advancements.41  This differentiation is 
important and in a way gives a nontrivial 
weight to the interstitial, banal zone of her 
“everyday space.”  The everyday space is a 
charged one not only because it exists as 
an essential component of every person’s 
reality, but most importantly because 
there are differences in how different 
people experience the everyday.42  For 
example: “The city of the bus rider or 
pedestrian does not resemble the city of 
the automobile owner.”43  The background 
reality that a person moves around in is 
dependent upon their traversing mode.
 Not only are the spatial 
experiences themselves important, but 
Crawford uses Lefebvre again as well 
as Michel De Certeau to emphasise 
the importance of time in the realm of 
the everyday.44  De Certeau defines two 
operative actions: strategies in space 
and tactics in time.  By strategies he 
means actions determined by “placeness” 
with a spatial type defined through its 
relationships to other places and or 
persons and by tactics he is referring 
to actions that do not require a specific 
place. Tactics are opportunistic, transient, 
and not permanent.  Tactics are actions 
that are only dependent on specific time, 
while strategies are dependent on a 
specific place.45  Lefebvre also discusses 
40 Everyday Urbanism Ed. John Chase, 
Margaret Crawford, and John Kaliski (New 
York: Monacelli Press, 2008), 6.
41 Crawford 7.
42 Crawford 7.
43 Crawford 8.
44 Crawford 9.
45 Crawford 9.
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time through two types of repetition: 
cyclical and linear.  He defines cyclical 
repetition as having to do with natural 
rhythms like day and night, etc.  His idea 
of linear repetition is that of quantifiable 
chunks of time like the work day, etc.  
From the interplay of these two systems, 
a third category of time exists that 
Lefebvre calls “spontaneous.”46   These 
are “fleeting sensations of love, play, rest, 
knowledge.”47  In combining all these 
theses, Crawford then goes on to say:
“Therefore, the practices of 
everyday urbanism should 
inevitably lead to social 
change not via abstract 
political ideologies imposed 
from outside, but instead 
through specific concerns 
that arise from the lived 
experience of different 
individuals and groups in 
the city”48 
 By stating this, the context of the 
everyday is charged enough to be a worthy 
context for architectural intervention, but 
the most charged programmatic moments 
of the everyday exist as temporary and 
spatially undefined.  The everyday does 
not desire a prescription.  It thrives on the 
fact that it is wholistically undetermined. 
Thus it can be different things for different 
people.   
 So, what of the school?  How 
does this relate?  So far, we are using 
Crawford to talk about an environment 
that is independent of organized education 
even though our stated arena is just 
that.  However, while the discourse about 
everyday life and specifically everyday 
urbanism is more geared toward adult 
life at the scale of a city, it strikes at a lot 
of fundamental components useful for 
46 Crawford 9.
47 Crawford 9.
48 Crawford 10.
defining a site for play that can be re-
purposed at the architectural scale.  
 Interestingly, Crawford points 
to an architectural typology that 
is directly related to schools as an 
example of a breakdown in this space 
of reinterpretation: the playground.  
They consolidate play to certain areas 
for surveillance purposes but they 
can never be as interesting as spaces 
that are not consolidated or “roped 
off.”49  Again, the skate park is not the 
same as skateboarding.  So then, is the 
architectural intervention that spatializes 
play, one of temporary architecture?  Is it 
a tent-like typology?  Can the architecture 
become spontaneous implementation?  
If this is a worthy direction, then care 
must be put into determining who is 
doing the implementing (how and why 
would a school do something like this?).  
One precedent for a semi-architectural 
intervention that acts in a temporary way 
would be a parade or other “vernacular 
performance” defined as a spontaneous 
event.50 A parade is a useful example as it 
is a temporary event and the event itself 
simultaneously inhabits the everyday 
space of the city while also changing it for 
those who are not part of it.
 Conceptually, if we momentarily 
remove the educational program from 
the discussion, then the site for play has 
to be the everyday space of the city.  It is 
interstitial to origins and destinations in 
everyday life and is therefore constantly 
inhabited.  It fosters play in its most 
prolific manifestation: as an ingredient 
into the everyday - a way of living in / 
seeing the world.  To summarize using our 
sampled theory: Lefebvre characterizes 
the everyday as a confrontation between 
the banal and moments of spontaneous 
inspiration,51 Debord highlights the 
49 Crawford 20.
50 Crawford 21.
51 Henri Lefebre: Key Writings, Eds. 
Stuart Elden, Elizabeth Lebas, and Eleonore 
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separation of leisure and work but 
emphasizes the ability of a representation 
of that separation to inform leisure types,52 
and De Certeau differentiates between 
strategies that are driven by program 
and tactics which are impermanent, 
opportunistic acts.53  While these are 
descriptions and definitions of everyday 
space they all create an operative 
definition for how play exists there: 
Spontaneity, leisure, or tactics.
 Before we wrap up this portion 
of the research, let’s zoom back out 
conceptually and look at architectural 
space through the lens of a play typology: 
Skateboarding.  It is a useful foil for us 
because, as an action, it is heavily invested 
in the fundamental nature of architecture.  
Meaning that it would define architecture 
at its core as more than just a formal 
instance, but also a complex network of 
relationships that inform the use of the 
space.54  This is great for us since we are 
already trying to articulate architecture 
that way in order to engage with ludic 
space.  However, Iain Borden also 
highlights two other important aspects of 
architecture as reinterpreted by a player.  
They are (1) that skateboarding operates 
on two comprehensive scales: 1 to 1 in 
that skateboarders are relating directly 
to the objects they are skating around/
over/against/through as well as at a global 
scale since it is an activity proliferated 
everywhere in the world,55 and (2) that 
skateboarding uses a third party interface 
(the board) that becomes an extension of 
the skater’s body.56  For us, architecture 
Kofman (New York: Continuum, 3003) 100.
52 Guy Debord, Society of the Spectacle 
(Brooklyn: Zone Books, 1994) 17.
53 Michel De Certeau, Practice of 
Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1984), xiii.
54 Iain Borden, Skateboarding, Space, 
and the City: Architecture and the Body 
(Oxford: Berg, 2001) 9.
55 Borden 1.
56 Borden 1.
must also work along these rules so that 
the project can inhabit the multiplicity 
required by bridging between public and 
private space and that it can achieve a 
spatial fundamentality in order to engage 
and be changed by a body moving through 
it.  Both of these aspects are important 
and this is driven home by Borden as he 
channels Lefebvre:
“...the space of the body 
is seen to be the province 
of medicine, and the 
space of landscape as the 
province of geography, 
so the space of the built 
environment is seen to be 
the province of architecture 
and, more specifically, of 
architects and planners.  
In doing so, architectural 
historians limit their 
conception of architectural 
space to the space of the 
designed building -object- 
a fetishism that erases 
social relations and wider 
meanings.”57
 This articulation is important 
for the argument and position of this 
project because it places architecture 
firmly in the hands of a user.  Someone 
who would use architecture to play the 
way a skateboarder uses his skateboard.  
This person has to be the student and 
an architecture of play must act as an 
extension of the student’s body and 
imagination.  This is how the concepts 
present in the discourse of everyday space 
can be relevant in the ludic architecture of 
our reinterpreted primary school.
57 Borden 7.
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2.3 Education and play
 As presented, one possible area of 
intervention for a play architecture could 
be to reinterpret an education typology.  
But, in order to better understand how 
that intersection could occur, we unpack 
the typological, historical, and political 
context of current education in the United 
States.  There have been three major 
movements in education reform in the last 
50 years.  They are (1)equity based reform, 
(2)school choice, and (3)standards based 
reform.58
 Equity-based reform (EBR) came 
into being in the 60’s and 70’s.  The 
goal of the programs was to “give equal 
opportunity” in spite of minority race or 
underprivileged socioeconomic class.59  
This was illustrated by the Elementary and 
Secondary Education act of 1965 helping 
specific groups of “at-risk” students.  The 
first part of this legislation is known as 
Title I.60   In 1975, provision was given for 
students with disabilities following Title 
IX in 1972 that prevented discrimination 
against females.  Also, in 1974, education 
was made a right for kids regardless 
58 Jack Jennings, Reflections on a 
Half-Century of School Reform: Why Have 
We Fallen Short and Where Do We Go From 
Here?, (Center on Education Policy: 2012), 2.
59 Jennings 2.
60 Jennings 2.
of their first language.61  These EBR 
programs are meant to offer/measure 
opportunity for students but it is not 
meant to measure specific performance of 
the students. It was, however, the goal of 
the program to improve their educational 
experience which would hypothetically 
improve their educational performance.62  
EBR was not designed to improve 
performance for the entire national school 
system.  Instead, it zoomed in on specific 
student groups.63  Take note that the 
program is trying to impact the overall 
education system by determining the input 
into the educational system “black box.”  
Meaning that it prescribes that everybody 
has a right to go to be educated in public 
education.  Think of the “everybody” as 
the input into the black box (the education 
system).  It is also notable that with the 
attempt to desegregate schools in the 60’s 
a new form of education typology came 
about:  magnet schools.  These schools 
sought to create an education type that 
had a focused curriculum theme.  Such as 
Science or Math.  It was thought that by 
emphasizing a speciality, race wouldn’t be 
an issue.64
 If the EBR gave everyone 
the right to go to school, the School 
Choice program (SC) sought to create 
a complementary competition amongst 
schools by letting parents choose the 
school they send their kids to.  This 
was assuming that competition among 
schools would raise the overall level 
of educational experience that they 
provided.65  This measure is controversial 
because it means that public funding 
can be put into voucher programs that 
allow underprivileged students to attend 
61 Jennings 3.
62 Jennings 3.
63 Jennings 3.
64 Genevieve Siegel-Hawley & Erica 
Frankenberg, Reviving Magnet Schools: 
Strengthening a Successful Choice Option 
(The Civil Rights Project: February 2012) 7.
65 Jennings 3-4.
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private schools.66  There is no evidence 
that students who use vouchers to attend 
private or charter schools do better than 
they would have if they were in public 
schools.67  Charter schools bridge the 
divide between private and public schools 
in a way as they are publicly funded, but 
they are run by a private group that has a 
signed a charter stating they will achieve 
student performance but with their own 
methods and are consequently able to 
avoid some state regulations.  They are 
also able to choose their own student 
body because the demand from potential 
students is almost always greater than 
the number of available spots.  The 
first charter school began in 1992 in 
Minnesota.68  
 Again, if we create a textual 
diagram of this program we can say that 
it is again adjusting the input into the 
system.  Not only does the black box not 
discriminate against any certain types of 
input, but it now loses its guarantee of all 
the input that is closest to it.  That input 
can go where ever it wants.
 The SC and EBR programs 
address the issue of who could go to 
what school, and the Standards-Based 
Reform (SBR) is an attempt to determine 
what students should learn and how well 
they are learning it.69  The reform first 
got legs during the presidency of George 
H.W. Bush when he attempted to form 
legislation to create national standards for 
curriculum subjects.  The administration 
got this idea when the National Council 
of Teachers of Mathematics put forth 
national standards for math.70  During 
the Clinton administration, the push for 
national standards shifted to statewide 
programs that did not get off the ground 
in an effective way because the bill lacked 
66 Jennings 4.
67 Jennings 4.
68 Jennings 4.
69 Jennings 5.
70 Jennings 5.
the specificity of complimentary programs 
that would help achieve the standards.71  
George W. Bush implemented the No 
Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) that put into 
place consequential actions for schools 
if they did or did not meet the statewide 
standards.72  Thus, NCLB creates a shift 
in education away from standards put in 
place to improve education and toward 
testing results that emphasize the 
accountability of each school.73  This was 
seen as a way to clarify how the level of 
“learning” could be quantified.74  Back to 
our diagrammatic  simplification of the 
issue.  NCLB uses standardized testing 
to measure learning.  Here the strategy 
shifted from focusing on an input to 
determining a desired outcome in a non-
process dependent way.  SBR seeks to 
influence what happens inside the black 
box by asking for a specific end result.
 While it is clearer to some, it 
should be noted that many aspects of what 
is learned are actually quite difficult to 
measure.  The reliance on testing results 
has significantly narrowed the curriculum 
in schools so that they can focus on being 
accountable for student’s performance 
in only the subjects that will be tested 
(NCLB tests english language arts and 
mathematics).75   It is this accountability 
issue (related to grants and funding), 
which puts schools in the position of 
having to focus all their efforts on getting 
kids to pass tests.  Also, it should be 
obvious by now that these solutions are 
all policy approaches.  In other words, 
they have attempted to change classroom 
dynamics through external effort.76  This 
is evident through our use of the black box 
metaphor.  By only mandating the input 
or the output though a limited form of 
71 Jennings 5.
72 Jennings 5.
73 Jennings 5.
74 Jennings 5.
75 Jennings 6.
76 Jennings 6.
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measurement, the most direct approach 
of impacting student learning (the actual 
teaching interface) was not addressed.  
Jack Jennings, the CEO and founder of the 
Center on Education Policy, argues that 
the only way to make significant positive 
change is by intervening and influencing 
what happens inside the classroom.  He 
proposes three concentration areas: (1)
What is being taught? (2)Who is teaching? 
(3)How are both of these issues funded?77 
 Here is where the thesis can 
insert its architectural agenda.  With 
a focus on ludic space, the project will 
seek to reinterpret the mechanism that 
Jack Jennings wants to tackle next.  That 
being the physical learning interface.  The 
classroom.
 This is easy enough to argue 
based on a conceptual reading of how 
the three main reform programs have 
worked.  However, the argument for what 
type of specific classroom needs to be 
fleshed out.  Since the vast majority of 
students in the united states are in public 
schools that becomes our first site and 
program criteria.78 Within the millions of 
public school students there are further 
subdivisions of student types.  One way to 
make distinction between students is to 
catalogue them according to educational 
stages which can be summarized as 
elementary, middle, and high school.  Of 
interest to us is the elementary school or 
K-5 as it is commonly called.  Not only is 
this stage the longest in terms of years 
(5 compared to 3 or 4), it is also the most 
formative, most fundamental, and most 
important stage.  It is within the K-5 years 
that the groundwork for future education 
is laid.
 Now it is useful to return to a 
specific architectural precedent from the 
77 Jennings 6.
78 Public Education Primer: Basic (And 
Sometimes Surprising) Facts about the U.S. 
Education System, (Center on Education 
Policy: 2012), 3-6.
School Choice discussion for another 
look.  That is, the charter school.  Charter 
schools are public schools, but since 
they have removed a lot of bureaucratic 
pressure from their home state, they have 
the ability and expectation to force and 
create education innovation.79  Charter 
schools are currently popular in political 
discourse and many states, including 
California are welcoming them into their 
districts.80  Interestingly, in some cases 
they are partnering with public school 
districts to create what are referred to 
as “portfolio districts” that try to provide 
many different types of education within 
any one district.81  However, only 4% of all 
students in public schools in the United 
States are in charter schools.  Nationwide 
there are only about 5300 charter schools 
with a student body of about 1.8 million 
students.82  So, as a precedent typology, 
they aren’t so interesting because of their 
proliferation, but they are interesting in 
their ability to create innovation within 
public education.
 It is important at this point to 
quickly note that the name charter school 
does not refer to any specific type of 
innovation.  Except the fact that they use a 
charter to remove state regulations.  With 
this in mind we can expect to see teacher 
centered pedagogical approaches that 
are already common in public schools as 
well as student centered pedagogy already 
79 Courtney Preston, Allen Golding, 
Mark Berends, And Marisa Cannata, “School 
Innovation in District Context: Comparing 
Traditional Public Schools and Charter 
Schools,” Economics of Education Review 31 
(2012): 318-330, 318.
80 Bethany Gross, Melissa Bowen, 
Katherine Martin, “Assessing the Charter 
School Landscape,” in Robin J. Lake and 
Bethany Gross, Ed., Hopes, Fears, and 
Reality: A Balanced Look at American Charter 
Schools in 2011 (University of Washington: 
January 2012): 9-22.  12.
81 Gross 19.
82 Gross 10.
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demonstrated in Montessori schools.83  It 
is documented that some charter schools 
also practice curriculum specialization 
just like magnet schools.84  In general, 
most charter schools use a special 
type of teaching such as Montessori, 
self paced instruction, open education, 
and/or upgraded classrooms.85  We can 
also at this point give a definition for 
innovation within education: changes in 
the “curricular content and instructional 
strategies with immediate impact at 
the classroom level.”86  So, not only can 
we begin to see that there is precedent 
to implementing innovation within the 
architectural space of the classroom, but 
that there is also a precedent for creating 
a political context that allows for this type 
of experimentation.
 For the moment, we have to step 
back from determining how play can work 
in comparison to existing innovation so 
that we can more specifically determine 
our project site.  If we cast our net over the 
whole United States, we can see that some 
states are experiencing general ups and 
downs in enrollment.  The graphic shows 
all states with projected growths that are 
larger than 20% and drops of more than 
5%.  We could argue for intervention into 
either territory based on a perceived need 
or opportunity, but the numbers point 
less to any specific regional trend and 
serve more to represent a general growth 
in enrollment in the western half of the 
country.  General growth is not as much 
a reason for implementation as it is a 
shorter term trend.  However, the added 
layer of district sizes and relationships 
can help us clarify which direction to go.  
83 Preston 319.
84 Preston 319.
85 Bethany Gross and Kristen Martens 
Pochop, “How Charter Schools Organize for 
Instruction,” in Robin J. Lake, Ed., Hopes 
Fears, & Reality: A Balanced Look at 
American Charter Schools in 2008 (University 
of Washington: 2008): 9-22.  11.
86 Preston 320.
While the majority of districts in the U.S. 
are pretty small (47% of school districts 
in the U.S. have 999 students or less), the 
majority of students are actually in larger 
districts (41% of students are in districts 
made up of 1,000-9,999 students and 35% 
of students are in districts with more than 
25,000 students).87  This fact mixed in with 
the large portion of the national student 
body that is in urban school districts 
begins to paint a picture for where we can 
land.  Of course, whether the district is big 
or small, the quality of the education can 
be traced back to a few core principles, 
namely small class size, teacher 
experience, and advanced education in the 
teaching staff.88
 While teacher qualifications and 
experience level is not an architectural 
problem, class size definitely is.   
However, these issues are historically 
driven by funding more than anything 
else.  Obviously higher funding creates 
the ability to have more classrooms 
which in turn reduces the size of any 
one individual class and just as obvious 
is the fact that more affluent school 
districts are able to give more funding to 
these basic instructional components.  
However, nationwide educational funding 
is trending toward an overall reduction 
in the percentage of funding that goes 
toward these basics.89  Instead, a higher 
percentage of funding is being put toward 
specialty programs for students with 
disabilities, after school programs, etc.90  
These are, of course, important things 
and as such, class size is an issue that 
can be taken up by architecture and the 
introduction of a play typology into the 
space of the classroom so that it can 
perform in a way that creates smaller 
87 Public 22.
88 The Good -And the Not-So-Good- 
News About American Schools, (Center on 
Education Policy: 1996), 8.
89 The Good 9.
90 The Good 9.
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classes without necessarily increasing the 
number of classrooms.  In addition to this 
problem, by zooming in to the interface 
of the classroom, another issue can be 
addressed.  That is the issue of transiency.
 High rates of moving and changing 
schools over the course of a student’s 
K-12 education puts students at risk for 
academic under-performance as well 
as behavioral problems.91  By creating 
a prototypical classroom environment, 
school districts that experience high 
rates of transiency can help those 
students better negotiate the transitions 
between schools.  Mobile students lack 
the “security” needed to be consistent in 
trying to learn.
 Therefore, since funding across 
all school districts in the nation is 
trending more toward special programs, 
the interface of the classroom itself ( 
its size, capacity, and consistency of 
visceral environment) must become 
an architectural problem instead of a 
funding problem.   Through the use of 
play integrated into the physicality of a 
classroom, the spatial ability of that room 
must include mechanisms that promote 
learning in spite of transiency and class 
size issues.
 Los Angeles Unified School District 
is the second largest school district in the 
country and historically has high rates of 
students who leave or enter a school in 
while a school year is in session.92  These 
issues and L.A.’s extreme urbanity make it 
a worthy meta-site for the thesis.  
91 Public 11.
92 Improving Educational Achievement:
A Volume Exploring The Role Of Investments 
In Schools And Other Supports And
Services For Families And Communities 
(Center on Education Policy, 2000), 13.
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2.4 Play and learning
 Now that we have crafted the 
argument for how play can insert itself 
into an education typology, the question 
becomes how does play relate to learning 
specifically?  Play as an action is a 
process of experimentation and testing 
that breeds understanding.  That is, 
understanding relationships in space as 
well as between people (socially).  If we 
return to our original high stakes game of 
catch diagram and unpack it further, we 
see that the garage itself must be played 
upon through the rules of a specific game 
that in turn (through its rules) allows the 
players to understand the spatial stakes 
of its context.  The game also defines 
and informs the relationship between the 
players themselves.
 What then, are the tenants of play-
based learning?  For continuity sake, we’ll 
start by returning to some examples in 
current education practices.  First, we can 
unpack the charter school a little more.  
 We have already established that 
charter schools experiment with a number 
of types of instructional innovation.  Over 
half of all charter schools innovate in the 
classroom in some way which is a much 
higher percentage than normal public 
schools.93  To be more specific, they tend 
93 Gross 2008 12.
to spend “more time on task,” meaning 
that days are longer and the school year 
itself is also lengthened.94  Innovative 
charter schools also usually have smaller 
class sizes: 20 compared to 22 at public 
primary schools.95  They also tend to 
forgo traditional grade structure to create 
groups of age ranges called “teams” or 
“houses.”  This creates a condition known 
as looping where students stay with the 
same teachers for a few years.96  These 
tweaks of the overall learning structure 
are not original to charter schools.
 In fact, the adjustments and 
reorganizations described above are 
almost all characteristics of Montessori 
learning philosophy.  The actual definition 
for this type of learning is as follows:
“Holistic, educational 
approach where the 
teacher acts as a guide as 
the multi-age classroom 
is filled with self-teaching 
objects to develop high 
levels of self esteem, 
self confidence, and 
competence.”97
 It was originated by the Italian 
researcher Maria Montessori, born in 
1870.98 Who spent a lot of time observing 
mentally disabled children in an attempt 
to better help them learn.  It was through 
this research that she tapped into what 
she referred to as the true nature of 
children and this is the basis around 
which the modern day Montessori school 
is formed.99
94 Gross 2008 13-14.
95 Gross 2008 15-16.
96 Gross 2008 16-17.
97 Emily M. Zarybnisky, “A Ray of Light: 
A Mixed Methods Approach to Understanding 
Why Parents Choose Montessori Education” 
(Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Nebraska, 
2010.) 5.
98 Zarybnisky 23.
99 Zarybnisky 23.
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 Learning in a Montessori 
environment is centered around three 
principles: (1) observation, (2) individual 
liberty, and (3) preparation of the 
environment.100  These require some 
unpacking.  However, when the teaching 
method described is called “observation,” 
it really means just that.  Teachers do 
not stand up in front of the class to teach 
a lesson.  This is in part because the 
classrooms are mixed age consisting of 
groups of students ranging in age across 
a two to four year span.101  It is also to 
allow students to experience freedom in 
learning which leads to being “intrinsically 
motivated.”102  So, children have free rein 
in the room and they decide what they 
spend their time doing while the teachers 
tend to act more as guides through a one 
on one interaction.103  That takes care of 
the first two principles, but as is often 
the case with defining characteristics 
there are some overlaps.  As we look 
further into what “preparation of the 
environment” means, that will again be 
the case.  
 When the students are given 
free rein in the classroom, it is only 
effective as a learning space when it is 
very organized as part of a “supportive 
environment.”  The overall curriculum of 
Montessori education is split up into six 
sections: Practical Life, Sensorial, Math, 
Art, Language, and Cultural Subjects.  The 
space of the classroom is also delineated 
into these regions.104  The spatially 
bounded sections of the environment are 
just one way that the classroom’s extreme 
intention is manifest.  Also, all the 
classroom furnishings are child sized and 
all storage shelving is low to the ground 
and completely open.  These things paired 
with the fact that the furniture is so light 
100 Zarybnisky 28.
101 Zarybnisky 37.
102 Zarybnisky 29.
103 Zarybnisky 29.
104 Zarybnisky 29-30.
that small children can move tables 
around and completely reconfigure their 
space all combine to make the students 
self sufficient and create a kind of  self 
service, “choose your own adventure” type 
of environment.105
 The space of the classroom 
aside, the learning environment is also 
reinforced through the use of material 
learning.  That is, hands on activities 
through which students begin to create 
and understand personal meaning.106  
In the classroom and especially at 
the primary school age, children are 
exposed to materials and toys that are 
simultaneously multi-sensory as well as 
self correcting.107  These materials can 
range from manipulatable and three-
dimensional objects to two dimensional 
representations, even role play counts as 
a material endeavour.108  These things are 
not unfamiliar to this document.  They 
are all examples of play-like actions and 
behaviors.
 Now that we have fleshed out 
the specific strategies in education that 
can be traced back to some semblance 
of how we initially defined play, it makes 
sense that we take a step deeper into 
the play and learning territory.  Alison 
Gopnik, professor of psychology at the 
University of California at Berkeley has 
researched extensively into the realm of 
young minds and the power of imagination 
and play in the development of children.109 
Her research is useful for us because it 
discusses not only some specifics about 
how young kids tend to operate but it 
also delves deeper into some conceptual 
frameworks.  In order to set the mood, we 
can start with this quote from Gopnik:
105 Zarybnisky 30.
106 Zarybnisky 41.
107 Zarybnisky 31.
108 Zarybnisky 30.
109 WNYC, “Why Kids are the Best 
Scientists,” The Takeaway. 1 May 2012.
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“In the last thirty 
years, there’s been a 
revolution in our scientific 
understanding of babies 
and young children.  We 
used to think that [they] 
were irrational, egocentric, 
immediate, and amoral.  
Their thinking and 
experience where concrete, 
immediate, and limited.  
In fact, psychologists 
and neuroscientists have 
discovered that babies 
not only learn more, but 
imagine more, care more, 
and experience more than 
we would have ever thought 
possible.  In some ways, 
young children are actually 
smarter, more imaginative, 
more caring, and even 
more conscious than adults 
are.”110 
 So, there you have it.  Children 
are not just “defective adults.” In fact, 
kids and grown-ups, Gopnik argues, 
are just different versions of the same 
thing (humans).111  This is good for us, 
because it will allow for play as a tool 
to gain importance within the chosen 
medium of a school.  The early years of 
childhood contain the highest learning 
rate compared to any other time of life.  
Specifically pre-5 years old, which is 
right at the transition to a primary school 
type of environment.112  Gopnik defines 
childhood as an early period in human 
life when the person is developing but is 
simultaneously under the care of an adult 
guardian.  This phase takes longer for 
110 Alison Gopnik, The Philosophical 
Baby: What Children’s Minds Tell us About 
Truth, Love, and the Meaning of Life (New 
York:  Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2009) 5.
111 Gopnik 9.
112 Gopnik 5.
humans to complete than for any other 
organism, but it makes sense when we 
look at how knowledge is passed down 
through generations and how the ability 
to be creative takes years to understand 
and practice.113  This ability-to practice-is 
an important concept to understand within 
the context of childhood.  It is nontrivial 
that the developing child is accompanied 
by a caregiver.  This relationship allows for 
the child to be absolved of life-maintaining 
responsibility so that they can concentrate 
on just learning.114
 Paramount to the concept of 
learning is the notion of plasticity or 
“the ability to change in the light of an 
experience.”115  Gopnik goes on to say 
that “Human beings ... are engaged in 
a constant cycle of change.  We change 
our surroundings and our surroundings 
change us.  We alter other people’s 
behavior, their behavior alters ours.”116 
We can reference the beginning of this 
chapter as a way to tie this concept back 
to our “play” thread.  We have already 
tried to conceptualize play as a way to 
learn and understand through physical 
experience and the concepts put forth in 
this article reinforce that.
 This example of plasticity 
is extremely important for us and 
Gopnik also harps on it.  She argues 
that childhood is the stage in our lives 
that truly defines what it means to be 
human.117  While this definitely seems 
extreme at first glance, she more than 
justifies her stance.  The plasticity of 
the child’s brain is what allows them to 
actually learn through imagination and 
creativity.  It is because of these playful 
forms of mental and physical construction 
that the neural networks in the brain 
of a young child are more complicated 
113 Gopnik 10.
114 Gopnik 11.
115 Gopnik 8.
116 Gopnik 8.
117 Gopnik 4.
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than adults and have a greater capacity 
for variation, but are necessarily less 
efficient.118  It is when young children 
demonstrate and reiterate the human 
propensity for “flexibility and creativity” 
by learning about their world and then 
creating new worlds in their minds that 
they eventually bring a new reality into 
fruition.  It is in this concept that Gopnik 
argues against genetic predeterminism 
which argues that human abilities are all 
genetically fixed in place pre-birth but 
breaks down when it can’t account for an 
overall advancement in human innovation 
over history.119
 We can’t talk this much about 
childhood without recognizing that there 
are inherent play structures present 
during that stage of life that are not 
present in adults.  Gopnik goes on by 
saying “play is the signature of childhood.  
It’s a living, visible manifestation of 
imagination and learning in action.  
It’s also the most visible sign of the 
paradoxically useful uselessness of 
immaturity.”120  This is a reinforcement 
of our definition from the beginning, but 
it is important and meaningful that is 
resurfaces here because it is an exact 
translation of our conceptual driver 
onto the avenue of learning which is the 
medium wielded by education typologies.  
Play is so useful as a vehicle for 
education precisely because of it’s defined 
separation from normal life.  Through this 
separation, a child’s imaginative lack of 
inhibition creates outrageous possibilities 
that allow them to test hypotheses and 
gain understanding that requires the 
ability to not preemptively rule anything 
out: “maybe this dresser would work 
better without all those drawers...”121
118 Gopnik 11-12.
119 Gopnik 7.
120 Gopnik 14.
121 Gopnik 13.
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2.5 Precedents
 To begin the analysis of precedents 
we start at the place we do not wish to 
finish: the playground.  The playground, 
while important in the history and 
mechanism of play infrastructure, is of 
course simultaneously over-prescriptive 
and yet open to interpretation.  However, 
the overemphasis on a discrete location 
for the event of play does inhibit and 
constrain the types of play that can 
happen there.  Nonetheless, playgrounds 
are also useful for our conversation.  
They are centered around the following 
principles:
1. All children are entitled 
to play (and all children 
want to play)
2.  Kids and adults are 
equally engaged in play 
together
3. The physical space of 
play is important.  The 
specific context as well as 
the notion that the play is 
physical (as opposed to 
exclusively digital). 122 
 Aside from the physical health 
benefits from moving around and 
122 Casey 2.
engaging in play, other side effect 
conditions dealt with in corporate ludic 
contexts are inclusion (the right of 
disabled or disadvantaged children to play 
alongside peers123)and exposure to social 
confrontations that lead to learning social 
interaction skills.124 Theresa Casey gives a 
comprehensive statement:
 We are looking 
for spaces that expand 
through children’s use of 
them; that support all sorts 
of experiences through 
play; that are enriching, 
uplifting, and satisfying; 
That offer the possibility 
of challenge and risk and 
allow a child to feel secure 
and confident enough to 
take these on or not as they 
choose.  Places that are 
at times messy, awkward, 
funny, frustrating, 
breathtaking - and almost 
always unpredictable.125 
 Engaging in play in several 
forms (not just on the playground) is 
necessary for children to rely on their own 
imaginative resources.  They require not 
only physical space for exposure to this 
but also temporal space for this.  They 
require time that allows for the possibility 
of being board, to aimlessly hang out, to 
be unsupervised, to dawdle with no forced 
purpose, to soak up the experience of 
their surrounding context.  Options for this 
free unobstructed play time are few and 
far between in present day culture.  Often 
adults corral these types of opportunities 
or acts as socially unacceptable or 
“worrying.”  One example of such a 
judgement is illustrated through the 
123 Casey 4.
124 Casey 3.
125 Casey 2.
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proliferation of the skate park. 126 Because 
the act of skateboarding is undervalued 
to the point of disdain by many in society, 
that act of free play has been isolated 
to controlled/determined environments 
instead of functioning as a way to 
imaginatively reinterpret any context.
 If a child’s identity is fostered 
through their independent experiences, 
then the unsupervised times in a child’s 
life hold a lot of gravity.  One important 
scenario is the exploration found in just 
messing around on the way home from 
school.  This time carving or re-purposing 
creates those independent experiences.127  
In addition to unsupervised time, the 
location of the time is also important.  
Exposure to the outside and to natural 
environments creates immersion in 
mundane outdoor contexts which can 
help give learning references to natural 
wonders presented to children through 
larger scale media presentations (nature 
from the other side of the world).128 Being 
in the outside allows for experimentation 
with many different types of play:
symbolic
rough and tumble
socio-dramatic
social
creative
communication
exploratory
fantasy
imaginative
locomotor
masery
object
role
deep
dramatic129 
 Play environments become 
126 Casey 6.
127 Casey 7.
128 Casey 7-8.
129 Casey 39.
narrowed to a “preferred collection of 
possibilities based on the perceived value 
for each of these play types from adults.130  
In order to design an effective play ground 
/ environment the task is to work past 
this limiting factor. An effective play space 
does not prescribe what will happen 
there, but it provides the infrastructure for 
imagination to reinterpret in any way.131  
Prescribing what goes on in an overly 
explicit way is just as smothering and 
destructive as ruling out certain play types 
because of some predetermined value 
system.
 It is important to mention that 
within a play scenario, navigating a task or 
obstacle with a degree of risk is enticing 
to a child as they derive satisfaction 
from that experience.132  This is one 
fundamental truth in determining the 
design criteria for a play ground.  Those 
criteria include:
Varied physical environment
Physical environment poses challenges
Play with natural elements
Movement
Manipulating natural and artificial 
materials
Five sense stimulation
Change experienced in natural and 
artificial environments
Social interaction
Range of emotions
Playing with identity133 
 These criteria produce a series 
of specific features which won’t be 
prescribed here,  but they must fall 
into long term, semi-permanent, and 
temporary time frames134 and they must 
function in certain ways for the play 
environment to demonstrate inclusion:
130 Casey 10.
131 Casey 16.
132 Casey 72.
133 Casey 34.
134 Casey 40--41.
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Flexibility
Shelter
Centers of Interest
Natural Features
Atmosphere
Sensory Elements
Accessibility
Risk+Challenge
Continuity between indoors and 
outdoors.135 
 Including all of these 
considerations it is also important to 
consider two other principles:  Allowing 
the space to evolve over time even with 
some specific initial infrastructure of 
enticement as well as allowing for an 
awareness of cycles of change that 
characterize the outdoors (I.E. seasonal 
changes, daily changes).136 
_precedent analysis (medium)
 Having established an example of 
present day playground ideology it be-
comes useful to examine a specific prec-
edent and for that we can turn to Team 
X member Aldo Van Eyck.  He designed 
his first of 700+ playgrounds in 1947 and 
continued designing them throughout Am-
sterdam until 1978.137 Their proliferation 
is helped by their individual scale which 
is not large.  They occupy left over, in-be-
tween spaces acting as filler that eventu-
ally occurred at numbers that created a 
network ludic, urban infrastructure able to 
be navigated across the city.138 
 At this time, Van Eyck was 
interested in and exposed to the COBRA 
group of artists.139 As a result he was 
interested in the formal notion of simple, 
135 Casey 34-35.
136 Casey 40-41.
137 Vincent Ligtelijn, Aldo Van Eyck: 
Works (Basel: Birkhauser, 1999) 35.
138 Liane Lefaivre, “A Bicycle Tour of Aldo 
Van Eyck’s Amsterdam Playgrounds,” Archis 
3(2002): 130.
139 Lefaivre 130.
elemental, and fundamental shapes.  
He felt that architectural form should 
be available for others and not only the 
subject of the esoteric ideas of any one 
designer.  Van Eyck is seeking to wield 
pure forms to a specific intentional 
expression and the playgrounds became 
a collection of formal research and 
experimentation along this grain.140  
The pure form is perfect for “the child, 
considered both in modern psychology 
and the theory of modern art to be the 
paradigm of spontaneity...”141 So, the 
playgrounds become a collection of 
functional and site specific minimal 
sculptures.142  Each site is designed 
independently but each one also is 
composed with a similar set of operations:
A. a focal point is established on site but 
off center.
B.  other, complementary pieces are added 
that balance the composition.143 
 Recurring playground components 
included the following.  A large sandbox, 
which was always the main focal point 
measuring 5 to 15 m across, was deployed 
in variations of simple shapes.  Also 
collections of small solid cylinders 
and morphed versions of cylindrical 
geometries populated the site for 
delineation purposes or demonstrations 
of interactions with the environment.  
Contrasting the concrete used in the 
sandboxes and cylinders are the metal 
tube structures.  They include small 
summersault bars and climbing frames 
that are usually placed in groups as well 
as larger arch structures.  The arches 
that in later designs became domes or 
funnel shaped structures were useful for 
their extreme ability to be reinterpreted 
by children.  They are simultaneously 
140 Ligtelijn 150-151.
141 Ligtelijn 151.
142 Lefaivre 130.
143 Ligtelijn 154.
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convex and concave, they can be a tunnel, 
a bridge, a venue, an apparatus, a hill, or 
an inhabitation.  Kids can be under above 
or hang from them.  Other recurring 
components include balance beams, 
concrete jumping posts, and turn styles.144 
 Now, from here we will branch out 
to look at the concept of ludic spaces in a 
more broad way.  But not a disconnected 
way.  Constant was a friend of Van Eyck.  
It may be possible to draw a connection 
between them just on discourse of 
play.  Constants life project was the 
New Babylon proposal which he worked 
on from 1956 to 1974.145  The Project is 
centered around a utopian reinventing 
of the way people could live through the 
device of the ludic society.  New Babylon 
exists in a future where technological 
advances have removed the responsibility 
of survival from mankind.  There is no 
more famine, no exploitation, and no 
employment.  As a result, the inhabitants 
of NB are free to be creative.  They are 
free to play.146 In this ludic society, all 
actions are forms of creative imagination.  
In this scenario it makes no sense 
for any one person to be limited to a 
dwelling which would deter from creative 
exploration.  Therefore all residents are 
nomadically exploring  NB all the time and 
the city is an infinitely connected, artificial, 
constructed series of conditioned 
spaces.147 “The whole earth becomes 
home to its owners.”148 Constant critiques 
architectural space here by saying that 
its only programmatic structure is that of  
play.149  Therefore the nomads that reside 
in NB can alter, adjust, and reconfigure 
their environments, and these creative 
acts become social acts as one person’s 
144 Ligtelijn 152-154.
145 Mark Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon: 
The Hyper-Architecture of Desire (Rotterdam: 
oio Publishers, 1998) 5.
146 Wigley 160.
147 Wigley 160.
148 Wigley 161.
149 Wigley 30.
actions effects everybody’s space in this 
hyper-public scenario.150 
 The infrastructure for infinite 
reconfigurability is at the heart of a ludic 
space and we can see it again in Cedric 
Price’s Fun Palace.  The fun palace 
concept was from Jan littlewood.  She 
wished to break down the traditional 
theater typology and introduce theater 
typologies into normal everyday life.151 In 
order for this to happen, the proposal was 
conceptualized as an enormous, open 
pavilion with a giant clear (but waterproof) 
roof without walls.152  The intention behind 
the “no wall” condition lies in the palace’s 
desired attributes of an easiness to visit 
and/or no isolated entry points.  With 
an open entry from any direction the 
space contributes to the idea that one 
could just “follow their nose” through the 
collection of different uses.  It would be 
possible and encouraged to just aimlessly 
explore.153 The palace is a collection of 
entertainment facilities all re-locateable 
within the project.  They include leisure 
activities like playing music or learning 
new skills, all within a vast infrastructure 
for free and open exploration.154 Price 
desired that the palace be a piece of 
anonymous infrastructure filled with 
different pieces of entertainment that 
could be used to heighten the attention on 
what everyday life really was.155  Of almost 
equal importance to the program filling 
the palace was also the fact that the entire 
organization was reconfigurable.  From 
the beginning it had the ability to expand 
and contract to accommodate a layout that 
was non permanent and non consistent.156  
Price and Littlewood wanted to build “... a 
short term play thing in which all of us can 
150 Wigley 162-163
151 Cedic Price, RE:CP (Basel: Birkhauser, 
2003) 33.
152 Price 31.
153 Price 30.
154 Price 28.
155 Price 34-35.
156 Price 33.
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realize the possibilities and delights that a 
20th century city environment owes us.  It 
must last no longer than we need it.”157
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2.6 Site (Los Angeles river)
 Here, it is useful to step back for 
a moment and revisit our conceptual 
unpacking of play and re-introduce 
the notion of everyday space.  The 
thesis will introduce play at a level of 
embedment similar to the prolific and 
all-encompassing nature of everyday 
space albeit on an architectural scale.  
As presented, the everyday is powerful 
as a space of connective tissue.  It is a 
place of journeying and as such it exists 
as a space but also as a movement.  With 
this consideration, the site itself should 
incorporate the notion of movement.  
Within the city of Los Angeles, there is no 
shortage of infrastructures for movement.  
One movement infrastructure in particular 
is of interest in Los Angeles.  That is the 
L.A. River.  
 The Los Angeles River for all 
its current lack of apparent glory, has 
historically been important to the region.  
Its shift in function as well as location 
within that last 200 years has contributed 
157 Price 31.
to its elusive history and charged social 
status.  It is a tamed river, but the process 
of how it became a concrete flood control 
infrastructure is worth unpacking.  After 
all, the river was historically the sole 
source of water for the area when Los 
Angeles was settled.  It was in no small 
part the reason for initial settlement.158  
The river has historical weight not only 
in the fact that it drew people to the 
area, but there also exists a history of 
devastating floods.  Every winter the flow 
of water increases as rain drains from 
the adjacent San Gabriel Mountain Range 
and combines with runoff from the flat 
L.A. Basin.  There has always been a 
cyclical pattern of floods.  In the early and 
mid 1800’s settlers in Los Angeles were 
witness to a basin that was drastically and 
violently reshaped by flooding.159
 These floods, culminating in a 
particularly disastrous one of almost 
biblical proportions in 1825 moved the 
river from an east-west direction where 
it terminated in Santa Monica’s Ballona 
Wetlands to the southern direction it 
has in present day where it empties into 
the Pacific Ocean at the Port of Long 
Beach.160  This drastic shift from one edge 
of the expansive L.A. Basin to the other is 
difficult to imagine.  But the scale of such 
a shift is still felt in present day as the 
L.A. Basin became much more arid post 
1825 most likely because of the shift in the 
river’s path through what was essentially 
a giant alluvial plain.161
158 William Deverell, White Washed 
Adobe: The Rise of Los Angeles and The 
Remaking of its Mexican Past (Berkeley: 
University of California Press,  2004) 93.
159 Deverell 101
160 Victor Jew, “The Anti-Chinese 
Massacre of 1871 and Its Strange Career,” 
A Companion to Los Angeles Ed. William 
Deverell and Greg Hise (Chinchester: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2010) 110.
161 Ted Elrick and The Friends of the Los 
Angeles River, Los Angeles River (Charleston: 
Arcadia Publishing, 2007) 302-303.
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 Later in the 19th century, the river 
made another subtle shift as residents 
of Los Angeles began to treat the river 
as a receptacle and not only a source.  
They poured sewage, trash, and even 
slaughtered livestock into the river.  In 
the early part of the 20th century the river 
also became the site of L.A.’s industry.162  
Finally, in 1913, the Los Angeles Aqueduct 
gave the city a water source grand enough 
to support an urban population of about 
two million people and the river would 
never again be thought of as a water 
source for the area.163  Instead, as we will 
see, it becomes known only as dangerous 
liability to the city.164
 The shift in the river’s importance 
may be at the heart of why its propensity 
to flood was seemingly forgotten 
repeatedly, but this could also be 
accounted for in the regions population 
explosion.  Which most likely introduced 
many people who were not around for 
the last series of devastating floods.  In 
any case, shortly after the L.A. Aqueduct 
reached the city, a huge flood hit the river 
the winter of 1914 causing almost $10 
million dollars in damage.  The flash flood 
was especially quick because the influx 
in population had drastically reduced the 
amount of open land available to receive 
significant rainfall.  Increased watershed 
from a largely recent increase in roof area 
and constructed ground led to much less 
water being absorbed by land and much 
more water diverted to the river in a much 
shorter time span.165
 As a result of this and a few other 
flooding incidents, in 1915 the Los Angeles 
162 Deverell 107-109.
163 Leonard Pitt and Dale Pitt, Los 
Angeles A to Z: An Encyclopedia of the City 
and County (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1997) 263.
164 Robert Gottlieb, Rienventing Los 
Angeles: Nature And Community in the Global 
City (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2007) 140.
165 Deverell 111-113.
County Flood Control Act was birthed.166  
Some provisions were made to make 
the river work as a way to mitigate the 
increase in rainfall and storm water runoff 
that occurred during flood times but it 
wasn’t until the extremely devastating 
floods of 1934 (the New Year’s Day flood) 
when approximately 100 people where 
killed and the even more sorrowful flood 
of 1938 when almost 700 people where 
killed, that the city of L.A. asked for help 
from the federal government and the 
Army Corp of Engineers was brought in to 
help fix the problem.167168
 However, before we fast-forward 
to the concretizing of the river, it’s 
useful to rewind a bit to the span of time 
between 1915 and 1938 when the LA 
County Flood Control Act was actively 
doing research into the river.  Because 
of previously mentioned reasons, the 
history of the river was not common 
knowledge and the city engineers were 
first tasked with understanding the river’s 
history before they could adequately 
create infrastructure to withstand a 
100yr flood.169  So, this history was taken, 
but since the most prevalent and new 
population in L.A. was not able to recall 
much about the last century of river 
action, the commission charted the river’s 
history through the cataloguing of oral 
histories mainly from elderly Mexican 
residents who had personal knowledge, 
memories, or family stories that shed light 
on past floods and past locations of the 
river.170  It was these stories that led not 
only to the future flood infrastructure’s 
design loads, but also helped chart the 
L.A. River’s present day location.171
 This uncovering of history 
combined with the historic and extreme 
166 Deverell 114.
167 Deverell 122-123.
168 Elrick 27.
169 Deverell 115.
170 Deverell 114-120.
171 Deverell 116.
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shifts in the river’s location and value are 
significant to us.  Not only because they 
have led to the physical interface that the 
thesis will try and grapple with as its site, 
but also because the historical trajectory 
of the river is charged with uncertainty 
and reinvention.  While it is a stretch to 
try and make a direct, one to one parallel 
with the concepts and themes we have 
discussed so far, for now it is enough to 
say that the river is charged with more 
than just interesting space (which it 
currently does have).
 That space, the space of a concrete 
flood prevention apparatus took the Army 
Corp of Engineers 20 years to build.  And 
it served to completely transform the 
waterway from a source of flowing water 
into a sterile concrete channel used only 
to prevent the flooding of the city.172173  
The current “river” is about 50 miles long 
running from Canoga Park to the Port of 
Long Beach.174
 That channel combined with a 
series of large dams such as Hansen Dam 
in the Northern San Fernando Valley have 
prevented a repeat of the 1938 disaster.175  
The flood mitigation system in the L.A. 
Basin is the most “ambitious, expensive, 
and concrete intensive” flood control 
system west of the Mississippi river.176  But 
even then, the river tends to poke its head 
through the concrete.  There are still three 
areas along the river’s length that have 
earthen bottoms.  They are, from North to 
South, the Sepulveda Basin, the Glendale 
Narrows, and the Long Beach Estuary.177  
In 1948, the City of L.A. opened three 
sewage treatment plants along the river.  
The plants’ discharge directly into the river 
creating a year round flow of water from a 
clean source.  This water is clean enough 
172 Deverell 124.
173 Deverell 94.
174 Elrick 7.
175 Elrick 51.
176 Deverell 124.
177 Elrick 7.
to combine with the soft bottom areas in 
the river to form moments of healthy, river 
ecology.178
 So the river, then, is not as 
erasable as the largest flood control 
project west of the Mississippi would have 
you believe.  In fact the river is usefully 
symbolic to us for this reason.  Even 
though it has been transformed from 
a “temperamental,” hard to predict or 
control stream into an engineered efficient 
canal, it carries with it the baggage of 
a constructed and charged history of 
transformation and invention.179  Since 
the education system in the United States 
has a history not unlike or without these 
characteristics, the river itself becomes 
both a parallel for our typology as well as 
the site for our program.  The River has 
historically been a dividing line between 
land use, ethnicity, and socioeconomic 
class.180   The river has always been a 
barrier.  And the project will seek to 
treat it instead as an occupiable and 
architecturally worthy site for investigation 
into an education typology centered 
around play based learning.  The river is 
the ultimate playground, always shifting, 
expansively unlimited, simultaneously 
prescriptive and yet open ended.  This 
thesis argues that the infrastructuralizing 
of the river has created a landscape that 
is just as useful and in fact more socially 
and historically charged than it could have 
ever been as a natural river.  The project 
will engage the site as is and will exploit 
the spatial and temporal opportunities 
offered by it.
178 Gottlieb 142.
179 Deverell 115.
180 Deverell 126-127.
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 “Basically there’s three grabbers, 
three taggers, five twig runners, and the player 
at whack bat.
 “Center tagger lights a pine cone, 
chucks it over the basket, and the whackbatter 
tries to hit the cedar stick off the cross rock.
 “Then the twig runners dash back and 
forth until the pine cone burns out and the 
umpire calls, ‘hot box!’
 “Finally at the end you count up how 
ever many score downs it adds up to and divide 
that by nine.”1 
1 Whack-Bat from Fantastic Mr. Fox.
221
